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Environmental health is the branch of public health that focuses on the interrelationships between people and 
their environment, promotes human health and well-being, and fosters healthy and safe communities. As a 
fundamental component of a comprehensive public health system, environmental health works to advance 
policies and programs to reduce environmental exposures from air, water, food, and chemicals to protect people 
and provide communities with healthier surroundings. Environmental health protects the public by tracking 
environmental exposures, identifying potential links with diseases, and working to remove or control those 
exposures.

Governmental environmental health services are not a luxury. They are essential to providing the public basic 
needs, such as safe drinking water, clean air, safe foods, chemical safety, lead poisoning prevention, healthy 
housing, climate change adaptation, emergency preparedness, and more. Environmental health has long been 
recognized as being a crucial government function.

Environmental health provides everyone the opportunity to achieve their highest possible level of health at all 
stages of life, encompassing physical, mental, and social well-being, extending beyond the absence of disease. 
The following opportunities for action support the basic human right to environmental health:

•	 PREVENTION: Enable federal, state, local, and tribal governments to promote resilient, equitable, 
and healthy communities for all Americans, especially those who are most vulnerable and most at 

https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice
https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://www.tfah.org/report-details/blueprint2021/
https://www.tfah.org/report-details/blueprint2021/
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The next administration should prioritize the reversal of regulatory actions that are harmful to health. Three 

https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
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Recommendations:

https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/default.htm
https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/climatechange/climate-change-basic-information_.html
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)60854-6/fulltext
https://action.lung.org/site/Advocacy?cmd=display&page=UserAction&id=8032
https://action.lung.org/site/Advocacy?cmd=display&page=UserAction&id=8032
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Recommendations:
The environmental health workforce performs many 
critical functions during and after an emergency caused by 

https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
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Recommendations:
•	 Review, update, and systematically enforce primary 

drinking water standards.
•	 Ensure the major federal agencies responsible for 

water quality—EPA, CDC, U.S. Corps of Engineers, 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, and U.S. Department 
of the Interior—develop a national action plan.

•	 Ensure that water- and health-related laws, policies, 
and funding opportunities acknowledge and address 
the disproportionate impact climate change has on 
marginalized populations.

•	 As the pandemic continues, ensure that all people 
continue to have access to clean, safe drinking 
water through a moratorium on water shutoffs and 
assistance with reconnection of service where needed 
and provide financial support to local governments to 
offset lost income.

•	 Provide education to private well owners about the 
importance of periodic water quality testing and 
access to affordable testing.

As the need for clean water during the COVID-19 
pandemic has highlighted, everyone in this country needs 
access to safe, clean water for drinking and washing. 
Unfortunately, there remain barriers across the country 
to such access, in urban, rural, and suburban areas. The 
administration must take steps to address issues ranging 
from sources of contamination, including lead pipes and 
chemical releases, to lack of funding for infrastructure and 
wastewater treatment.

Safe water is critical to the welfare of individuals, families, 
businesses, and the U.S. economy. Two out of every five 
Americans rate their quality of water as poor. Within the 
next decade, at least 36 states will face water shortages. 
At the same time, contaminated water is a source of illness 
and premature death in this country.

About one in nine U.S. residents gets their drinking water 
from a private well. About a quarter of the roughly 2,100 
private wells sampled by the U.S. Geological Survey between 1991 and 2004 were found to have at least 
one contaminant exceeding federal maximum contaminant levels for regulated substances or health-based 
screening levels for unregulated substances. Over the past 45 years, the proportion of outbreaks associated 
with private water sources has increased. Five waterborne illnesses—giardiasis, cryptosporidiosis, Legionnaires’ 
disease, otitis externa (inflammation of the ear canal), and non-tuberculous mycobacterial infection—cause an 
estimated 40,000 hospitalizations each year at a cost of $970 million. Altogether, researchers estimate that up to 
900,000 people fall ill and up to 900 die annually from waterborne infectious diseases.

KEY PROGRAMS, FUNDING, AND 
POLICIES TO SUPPORT

	✓ Support a budget that provides strong 
investment in water infrastructure by 
funding the EPA’s Clean Water State 
Revolving Fund (CWSRF) and the 
Drinking Water State Revolving Fund 
(DWSRF).

	✓ Upgrade community water 
and wastewater treatment 
systems. Prioritize investments in 
remediation where the water or 
wastewater infrastructure poses 

https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fnceh%2Fehs%2Fsafe-watch%2Findex.html&data=04%7C01%7Cjslaney%40edf.org%7C3a72fd11c9a44ee9b9c808d885b5b175%7Cfe4574edbcfd4bf0bde843713c3f434f%7C0%7C0%7C637406362713701122%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=UG2e3xOo7wzrTUdqxXSA9QBKb2RBUFCZhvRRzp1uKt4%3D&reserved=0
https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/70003723
https://cmr.asm.org/content/23/3/507
https://www.apha.org/policies-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-statements/policy-database/2014/07/14/13/22/drinking-water-quality-and-public-health-position-paper
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Recommendations:
•	 Implement and enforce the Clean Air Act, one of the 

nation’s most successful public health laws.
•	 Strengthen outdated particulate and ozone standards. 

http://www.lung.org/sota
https://www.lung.org/getmedia/9e517203-174f-4d45-bbef-a089abbc9929/health-orgs-comment-on-epa-pm-naaqs-proposal.pdf
https://www.lung.org/getmedia/e26922d5-c845-44d3-b4c7-edc1729df0cb/final-comments-for-health-and-medical-orgs.pdf
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Recommendations:
Administrative and congressional actions should focus 
on preventative measures to repair homes and remove 
hazards. These actions must include both robust funding 
of healthy homes programs across the federal government 
and new regulatory or legislative action, such as:

•	 Raise standards for conditions in both federally 
supported housing, including Section 8, and federal 
mortgage requirements.

•	

http://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/issue_briefs/2011/rwjf70451
http://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/issue_briefs/2011/rwjf70451
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/data/state-of-healthy-housing/executive-summary/ 
https://www.cdc.gov/asthma/most_recent_national_asthma_data.htm
http://valueofleadprevention.org/
https://webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/DataRestriction_inj.html
https://www.epa.gov/radon/health-risk-radon
https://www.cdc.gov/co/faqs.htm


Policy Recommendations for the Incoming Administration

[ 9 ]

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26896114
https://cehn.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/EJ-Factsheet_2018_FINAL_revised.pdf
https://apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/eh_playbook.ashx?la=en&hash=FBAE72B837D58A3C3145602B1043250DE7BD41BD
https://www.thecommunityguide.org/findings/asthma-home-based-multi-trigger-multicomponent-environmental-interventions-children-adolescents-asthma
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2017/08/10-policies-to-prevent-and-respond-to-childhood-lead-exposure
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2017/08/10-policies-to-prevent-and-respond-to-childhood-lead-exposure
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2663870/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1730770/pdf/v007p00276.pdf
https://www.tfah.org/report-details/blueprint2021/
https://www.tfah.org/report-details/blueprint2021/
/sites/default/files/publications/position-papers/REHS-RS-Credential.pdf
/sites/default/files/publications/position-papers/REHS-RS-Credential.pdf
/sites/default/files/publications/position-papers/REHS-RS-Credential.pdf


/
https://www.aphl.org/
https://www.astho.org/
https://www.aehap.org/
https://www.tfah.org/
https://nchh.org/

